THE RETURN TO MAUGLAIVES

And indeed who did give orders in the house?

Jean-Noel had just received a letter from his cousin Valleroy. "I
must admit/' wrote the Due, "that we were rather surprised by your
marriage. But since your wife's fortune will allow you to reopen Mau-
glaives and restore it, it's a decision I cannot but approve..."

Your wife. Jean-Noel could not accustom himself to the fact that
Lydia was his wife.

But who could accustom themselves to it?

Leontine Laverdure, her eyes blinking and her voice shrill, had
made no bones about saying to Jean-Noel: "As far as we're concerned,
Madame la Baronne was Monsieur's mother. But now the new
Madame la Baronne is a person who could have been the mother of
Monsieur, and that's something no one can accept."

Laverdure, older, white-haired, heavier, still holding the position of
steward, took things more quietly.

"You know, Mother, we've seen so many strange things in our
time . .." he said to his wife.

Jean-Noel had completely forgotten that he owed the old huntsman
two years' wages, and it was Marie-Ange who had to remind him of it.

But who took thought for other people?

Lydia, Lydia Schoudler, Madame Jean-Noel, sunbathed entirely
naked on a part of the lawn she had reserved to herself, where hedges
theoretically protected her from view. But theoretically only. For
though she might not be visible from the paths, she was in full view of
the builders and masons working on the walls of the towers. Recum-
bent on an orange mattress, she had pretended, during the first days,
to ignore the workmen. But now her dark glances were directed frankly
towards them, while she smeared her elderly goat-like limbs with sun-
tan oil.

"Christ, at her age!" said the workmen. "The old bitch is paying for
the lot. You'd think she could manage to buy herself a pair of pants.
And what with them all going to Mass on Sundays!"

When she had warmed herself in the August sun and the men's
glances, Lydia, dressed like a young girl at the seaside, would go to
aggravate the chaos of the redecoration.

Aunt Isabelle, who had nowhere else to spend the holidays, had taken
charge of the domestic arrangements, which consisted in changing the
menus a dozen times a day, for she had reached such a state of in-
decision that she no longer knew even what she wanted to eat. And she
imagined that, by doing so, she was devoting herself once again to the
family, since this strange niece-by-marriage, who was seventy-two years
old and had been wished on. her, was incapable of running the house
herself, while Marie-Ange, whose duty it should have been, appeared to
take no interest in anything. "Poor little Marie-Ange! She should
make an effort all the same. She's really taking her misfortune very
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